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Why Is Planning for Freight Important?  

Morris County lies in the heart of northern New Jersey and is an integral part of 

the regional economy. Rooted in a long and storied history that dates back 

before the founding of the nation, the development of the county has been a 

story of economic vitality, innovation, and progress. The county has an extensive 

roadway system, active freight and passenger railroads, and many former 

industrial sites that afford 

promising opportunities for 

economic development and 

employment growth that are 

compatible with the high quality 

of life enjoyed by the county’s 

residents. 

Over the years the county has 

seen changing trends in 

transportation and land use that 

parallel the experience of the nation as a whole. Patterns of suburban 

development and industrial decline in the county are consistent with the 

development of a more service-oriented economy, and these trends have placed 

a growing strain on the county’s transportation infrastructure. Even though there 

have been reductions in manufacturing, mining and agricultural activities, freight 

transportation needs have grown as a result of increased residential and retail 

development. 

The last century and a half has seen a progression from canals to railroads and 

then to highways as the primary form of freight transportation in Morris County. 

Globalization and the general economic growth in the larger metropolitan region 

have resulted in a dramatic 

increase in through truck traffic on 

the county’s major highways (I-80 

and I-287). The movement of 

freight into and through the county 

is influenced by the growth of the 

Port of New York and New Jersey 

and the growth of warehousing 

and distribution facilities in 

strategic locations far outside the 

New York metropolitan area. 
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Freight Considerations in Municipal Planning  

Most land use and zoning regulations are developed by local government and are 

designed to address the needs of a single community. This presents a number of 

challenges when municipal governments attempt to address multi-

jurisdictional/regional needs and local issues related to land use and 

infrastructure. 

Freight transportation is one area where this is an issue. Freight transportation is 

usually carried out over long distances involving many different jurisdictions. Trip 

lengths range from international trade across the entire globe down to a local 

delivery within a single municipality. Sound municipal planning that addresses 

both freight infrastructure needs and zoning and local quality-of-life issues 

requires an understanding of the complexities of the freight transportation 

process and the various public and private sector organizations that make it all 

possible. 

Key Issues for Local Communities  

The production and transport of freight is a complex process that usually 

involves many steps.  These include the extraction and development of raw 

materials, the delivery of raw materials to manufacturing facilities, the shipment 

of parts and components to other manufacturing facilities for final assembly, 

delivery of finished products to regional warehouses and distribution centers, and 

final delivery to retail stores, business establishments and private homes.  

As our standard of living has improved over the years, the array of products we 

purchase has grown considerably, and the processes involved in producing and 

distributing them have become ever more complex. In a globalized economy 

where domestic and international borders have become increasingly less relevant 

in the production and movement of freight, more and more of these processes 

take place in locations that are far removed from the places where we live and 

work. This physical separation between the points of production and consump-

tion makes it increasingly difficult for local governments to include freight 

considerations in their planning activities for land use, zoning and infrastructure. 

In a mature, well-developed region such as Morris County, located in one of the 

largest and wealthiest consumer markets in the world, there are a number of 

issues that are often faced by many of the county’s local governments. Some 

issues include: 
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 Characteristics of various freight 

transportation modes, many of which 

involve trips that have origins or 

destinations (or both) outside the 

municipality. 

 Noise, air quality, congestion, vibration 

and safety impacts associated with 

industrial development, especially in local 

neighborhoods where the transportation 

system was designed in a previous era 

when trucks were smaller and freight 

railroads operated differently. 

 The growing challenge of accommodating 

both passenger and freight activity on the 

same transportation system, including 

issues related to congestion and public 

safety concerns. 

 Local community impacts of different 

types of industrial and commercial 

development – including heavy truck 

activity at warehousing and distribution 

sites, opportunities for rail use by 

manufacturing companies, and local 

truck activity at retail sites. 

 Redevelopment potential and 

environmental issues associated with 

vacant, abandoned and obsolete 

industrial sites and railroad rights-of-way. 

 Heightened concern about potential 

impacts from industrial activity adjacent 

to sensitive land uses such as schools, hospitals and child care facilities. 

 Limited local control over railroad operations through zoning and other local 

ordinances. Federal preemption, which give regulatory control of railroads to 

the Federal Surface Transportation Board (STB), superseding state and local 

laws. 
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Obstacles to Efficient Freight Operations 

The private sector, which includes industries that produce the things we use in 

our everyday lives (―shippers‖) and industries that carry these goods to the retail 

stores or our homes (―carriers‖), faces a number of obstacles to efficient freight 

operations. Some of these issues relate to physical constraints in the 

transportation system, and some relate to the local regulatory environment. 

Some common barriers for the private sector include the following: 

 Height and weight limits (highway and rail) 

 Local restrictions on business operating hours 

 Traffic congestion 

 Inconsistency between jurisdictions regarding truck routes and restrictions 

 Loss of properties zoned for industrial use over time 

 Loss of freight infrastructure or services (e.g., railroad abandonments) 

 Lack of funding for proper planning efforts 

 Inadequate road and rail corridor design for freight users 

 Lack of shipper control over carrier scheduling and routing 

 Difficulty of long-term planning in rapidly changing industries 

 Changes for shippers and carriers related to environmental regulations 

 Freight service disruptions 
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Current Municipal Practices in Morris County  

Municipalities in Morris County currently address industrial development and 

freight transportation issues through local land use controls, zoning regulations 

and other regulatory measures. A review of applicable codes for a number of 

municipalities with extensive commercial development provides insight into some 

measures that serve as benchmarks of current practices for municipal practices 

related to freight issues. Some of the practices include: 

 Encouraging site design techniques that are sensitive to the natural 

environment, including landscaping and circulation.  

 Prohibiting new office, 

commercial or industrial 

driveways on residential streets.  

 500-foot buffer zone 

requirement between industrial 

land uses and nearest 

residential area.  

 Restrictions related to 

certain industrial operations and 

loading/unloading activity 

during overnight hours. 

 Truck restrictions (by size) on defined set of streets.  

 Designated truck network for vehicles over 4 tons gross 

vehicle weight.  

 Designated on-street loading zones for certain street 

segments and industrial areas.  

 Truck restrictions by roadway segment for vehicles over 4 

tons gross vehicle weight and those over 6 tons.  

 Idling restrictions between the hours of 8:00 PM and 

8:00 AM for vehicles and associated equipment, except 

for emergency construction.  

 Minimum length, width and apron length requirement for 

off-street loading areas. 
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Local Planning and Zoning 

While many of the recommendations outlined in Bulletin #5 are best 

implemented at a County or regional level, municipal governments have many 

tools that can be used to support sound freight-related infrastructure and land 

use planning efforts at the local level. Land use policy and zoning legislation are 

the primary local mechanisms for promoting development and protecting public 

health and safety. Many Morris County municipalities already include some of 

these considerations in their local ordinances to some degree. 

For municipal officials, it is important to address the community concerns and 

quality-of-life issues associated with freight while recognizing the needs of the 

business community in light of the important role it plays in the economic 

viability of the region. Some of the tools commonly used by municipalities to 

minimize one type of community impact of freight activity are often at odds with 

measures that could help address other impacts of freight. A zoning provision 

that restricts industrial operations during overnight hours, for example, makes it 

difficult for businesses to minimize truck traffic during peak periods by moving to 

off-peak operations. This is one example where the needs of local residents and 

industries must be balanced in the municipal planning process as it relates to 

freight. 

Possible tools for municipal freight planning include: 

 Incorporate minimum buffers and setbacks between industrial sites and 

nearby sensitive land uses, along with minimum horizontal clearance 

between road and rail freight corridors and non-industrial land uses. 
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